Abstract: This article focuses on portraits of childhood reading in writings by Sigmund Freud, Virginia Woolf and Marcel Proust. The figure of the child reader, I suggest, functions as one of what Charles Altieri has described as the 'projected readers' of modernism-the 'ideal' readers imagined in and constructed by modernist texts, as a way of modelling how we might respond imaginatively and psychologically to this difficult form of writing. But there is, of course, a fundamental disavowal at work in such representations of the child reader in works that are evidently not written for children to read. We, as adult readers, are solicited to identify as a child. What happens, I ask, when we do so? What is it that we are we being encouraged to identify with? Tracing the figure of the child reader through debates about difficulty, high and low culture, maturity and infantilism, in criticism and psychoanalysis, I suggest that this child reader is, crucially, an overdetermined figure. Modernism reminds us of a vestigial child in us all, but this is not an exclusionary regression imposed upon an implicitly inadequate reader by the highbrow text. Neither is this simply a fantasy of naïve consolation (the child as pure identification). The child reader, I argue, opens up the vexed psychic life of reading modernism.
Though the children were no longer beaten in the higher forms at school, the influence of such occasions was replaced and more than replaced by the effects of reading, of which the importance was soon to be felt. In my patients' milieu it was almost always the same books whose contents gave a new stimulus to the beatingphantasies: […] the so-called 'Bibliothèque rose', Uncle Tom's Cabin, etc. The child began to compete with these works of fiction by producing its own phantasies and by constructing a wealth of situations, and even whole institutions, in which children were beaten or were punished and disciplined in some other way because of their naughtiness and bad behaviour. 1 Sigmund Freud, '"A Child is Being Beaten": A Contribution to the Study of the Origin of Sexual Perversions ' (1919) 'Now I will go to the bathroom […] I will let the Russian Empress's veil flow about my shoulders. The diamonds of the Imperial crown blaze on my forehead. I hear the roar of the hostile mob as I step out on to the balcony. Now I dry my hands, vigorously, so that Miss, whose name I forget, cannot suspect that I am waving my fist at an infuriated mob. "I am your Empress, people." […] 'But this is a thin dream. This is a papery tree. Miss Lambert blows it down. Even the sight of her vanishing down the corridor blows it to atoms. It is not solid; it gives me no satisfaction -this Empress dream. It leaves me, now that it has fallen, here in the passage rather shivering. Things seem paler. I will go now into the library and take out some book, and read and look; and read again and look. Here is a poem about a hedge. I will wander down it and pick flowers, green cowbind and the moonlight-coloured May, wild roses and ivy serpentine. I will clasp them in my hands and lay them on the desk's shiny surface. I will sit by the river's trembling edge and look at the water-lilies, broad and bright, which lit the oak that overhung the hedge with moonlight beams of their own watery light. I will pick flowers; I will bind flowers in one garland and clasp them and present them -Oh! to whom? There is some check in the flow of my being; a deep stream presses on some obstacle; it jerks; it tugs; some knot in the centre resists. Oh, this is pain, this is anguish! I faint, I fail. Now my body thaws; I am unsealed, I am incandescent. Now the stream pours in a deep tide fertilising, opening the shut, forcing the tightfolded, flooding free. To whom shall I give all that now flows through me, from my warm, my porous body? I will gather my flowers and present them -Oh! to whom?' 2 Virginia Woolf, The Waves (1931) I felt myself unpleasantly struck by an impression […] a very deeply buried impression […] in which memories of childhood and family were tenderly intermingled […] . My first reaction had been to ask myself, angrily, who this stranger was who was coming to trouble me. The stranger was none other than myself, the child I had been at that time, brought to life within me by the book, which knowing nothing of me except this child had instantly summoned him to its presence, wanting to be seen only by his eyes, to be loved only by his heart, to speak only to him. 3 Marcel Proust, Time Regained (1927) In I. A. Richards' 1924 study, Principles of Literary Criticism, there is a strange moment. Seeking to elaborate a psychological theory of aesthetic value, Richards pauses to consider the recent hullabaloo surrounding the psychoanalytic description of children:
With the exception of some parents and nursemaids we have lately all been aghast at the value judgements of infants. Their impulses, their desires, their preferences, the things which they esteem, as displayed by the psycho-analysts, strike even those whose attitude towards humanity is not idealistic with some dismay. Even when the stories are duly discounted, enough which is verifiable remains for infans polypervers to present a truly impressive figure dominating all future psychological inquiry into value. 4 The 'polymorphously perverse' infant first described in Sigmund Freud's 1905 text, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, appears as an affront. And yet, Richards reluctantly concedes, it is nonetheless an ambivalently 'impressive figure', central to the question of how we -as adults -attribute value to art. This infant, whose unruly 'impulses' and 'desires' are free to range equally over any number of different objects and aims, obtaining pleasure in all directions, lies at the core of the adult reader's aesthetic 'preferences', threatening to undermine them.
If Richards betrays an unmistakable anxiety concerning the implications of 'the psycho-analysts'' discoveries, this anxiety would be forthrightly set aside by the Leavisite literary criticism that would put modernism at the heart of institutionalised literary study. For F. R. Leavis 'maturity' was key. 5 Modernist literature, especially, was valorised for the demand it made upon its readers-a demand that they grow up, 'respond as an adult', as Q. D. Leavis put it, and join that 'very small minority' that F. R.
Leavis described as the 'critically adult public'. 6 As Ben Knights has argued, throughout the 1920s and 1930s the 'Scrutineers' worked hard to establish the study of English literature as a means of warding off 'Peter Pan-like' regressive wishes in the reader; they championed a rhetoric of mature masculinity-an idea that by reading difficult texts, especially difficult modernist texts, the reader might attain to a critical maturity, leaving behind their fellow citizens to wallow, childlike, in the infantile satisfactions of popular culture. 7 Freud's 'infans polypervers', however, lurking in Richards' foundational text, challenges the notion that childhood can be consigned to an infancy conceived of as a developmental stage, a period of time, to be outgrown and left behind on the onward march to adulthood. Despite
Richards' horror at the infant's untamed 'impulses' and 'desires', the importance of this figure for the 'value judgements' of adult readers lies not so much in the scandalous 'perversity' of infantile sexuality as in the challenge that it presents to the developmental, linear account of childhood.
An 'aptitude' or 'disposition' to a 'polymorphously perverse' sexuality in childhood, Freud wrote in the Three Essays, is a 'general and fundamental human characteristic'-an 'original basis' from which we all start out, and which persists unconsciously in spite of (and in conflict with) our painfully and precariously achieved adult identities. 8 Childhood persists. A vestigial layer in the psyche, it endures as part of an unconscious life that always tugs against linear accounts of identity. The fact of a pervasive 'infantile amnesia, which turns everyone's childhood into something like a prehistoric epoch and conceals from him the beginnings of his own sexual life' was, for Freud, evidence of a split, of an unconscious yet stubbornly persistent part of our minds which another part of the mind, with equal stubbornness, refuses to acknowledge. 9 In spite of this 'peculiar amnesia', it was clear to Freud that 'the very same impressions that we have forgotten have none the less left the deepest traces on our minds and have had a determining effect upon the whole of our later development.' 10 The child doesn't, 19 But to 'become a child again' is not to be reconciled with a world of certainty-it is 'to find everything so strange that nothing is surprising', to 'see the world upside down', to 'descend' down 'groves of pure nonsense'. 20 Reading Alice sounds like a strange experience-in fact, it sounds like reading a modernist novel.
It is in this sense that, by offering us their portraits of child readers, Above all, what is crucial to the modernist depiction of childhood reading is the way that it brings into focus the question of the adult reader's psychic life-a psychic life that is disavowed, repudiated, in the insistence on the reader's mature and rational mastery of the text, and which is equally lost in many of the overly-rationalised accounts of modernist estrangement.
The child reader in modernism, like Freud's 'infans polypervers', troubles the linear narrative of modernism as a path to maturity, foregrounding and staging the complex cyclical psychic temporality -a layered, recursive, retroactive temporality of imbrication, simultaneity and conflict -at work when we are engulfed within these texts.
The British Psycho-Analytical Society and the Child Reader
Modernist writers were famously hostile to psychoanalysis, and, crucially, this hostility was rooted in a debate about reading. 'Our complaint is rather that the new key is a patent key that opens every door,' wrote Virginia He would read with a pencil in his hand, and after going through each page with the utmost care and attention, and after convincing himself that he had understood it, he would put a tick at the bottom. He would then go through it again 'to confirm it' and put a cross stroke through the tail of the tick. Russell) tend to push us back into the ambivalent (destructive, cannibalistic, paranoid) infantile oral fantasies. When, as adults, we struggle with a difficult text we are returned to a vexed scene of infantile struggle in which we laboured to mouth the words on the page out loud.
Describing this ambivalent childish relationship to difficult highbrow texts, Strachey stresses the fraught material and physiological struggle with language, and roots it in the child's struggle with words. This early struggle to articulate -with its necessary 'movements of the lips, tongue, throat, jawmuscles and teeth' -also has an intimate psychological connection to childish fantasies of devouring:
Each word is then felt as an enemy that is being bitten up, and, further, for that very reason, as an enemy that may in its turn become threatening and dangerous to the reader. It seems to be an uneasy doubt as to whether this enemy has really been disposed of, or whether he is not lurking somewhere, overlooked between the lines perhaps, or missed by some other mistake, that causes the obsessional reader to turn back, to read and re-read, to read each word aloud, to fix each word with a tick, and yet never to be reassured. 
Modernism's Child Reader
Traditionally, the image of the child reader invokes pure, uninhibited identification, utter suspension of disbelief-which is why the image seems so out of place within these difficult modernist texts. In The Interpretation of Dreams and the short essay 'On Dreams', Freud described his eight-year-old son, 'deep in a book of legends about the Greek heroes'; that night he dreamt 'he was driving in a chariot with Achilles and that Diomede was the charioteer.' 'It was easy to see,' concludes Freud, 'that he had taken the heroes as his models and was sorry not to be living in their days.' 37 In his Caselli has drawn attention to the ways in which 'the' child is summoned as an idealised figure of pure identification, unperturbed by the 'estranging project of literary modernism.' 40 Caselli describes the modernist child as a figure in whom we imagine a fleeting 'respite' from the linguistic instabilities of modernism. 41 In the child we find a momentary 'shift from modernism' -'understood here as a theory and practice of the split self', as the foregrounding of linguistic and ontological uncertainty, as a literary form which, through formal difficulty, startles and resists its readers -to an idealised realism in which language is imagined as a transparent window onto the objects of the real world. 42 In The Case of Peter Pan, Jacqueline Rose described the realist ideal of children's fiction, which aims at 'reduc[ing] to an absolute minimum our awareness of the language in which a story is written in order that we will take it for real'; 'the child,' writes Caselli, drawing on this point, 'is identification'. 43 'The child', in this sense, is always also a figure for the reader. And yet, romanticised as a figure of authenticity, immediacy and affectivity, the child is paradoxically also frequently a figure of illegibility and inaccessibility-a marker of the limits of our knowledge about both ourselves and others. 44 A figure of authenticity and immediacy, the child simultaneously traces the prickly outlines of a block against our own capacity to re-experience this immediacy, signifying an impossible nostalgia for an (equally impossible) originary state of pre-lapsarian (prelinguistic) knowing.
This projective idealisation of the child as a figure of pure identification, unimpeded by the problematic mediations of language, is, of course, itself a fantasy. The child is an overdetermined figure, whose apparent innocence, simplicity, and immediate affective access to the 'real', masks a series of evasions concerning our vexed relationships to -our mastery and control (or lack thereof) of -sexuality, language, and material and historical reality. As Rose pointed out, we use this fantasy of the child to 'hold off a panic, a threat to our assumption that language is something which can simply be organised and cohered, and that sexuality having had a direct impact on the abolition of slavery through its solicitation of the child reader's pity. 51 Freud, however, suggests that these tales present Fantasy is not the object of desire, but its setting. In fantasy the subject does not pursue the object or its sign: he appears caught up himself in the sequence of images. He forms no representation of the desired object, but is himself represented as participating in the scene although, in the earliest forms of fantasy,
he cannot be assigned any fixed place in it […] . As a result, the subject, although always present in the fantasy, may be so in a desubjectivized form, that is to say, in the very syntax of the sequence in question. I had not stopped, while sleeping, from reflecting upon that which I had just been reading, but these thoughts had taken a rather peculiar turn; it seemed to me that I myself was the immediate subject of my book: a church, a quartet, the rivalry between François I and Charles V. This belief would persist for some moments after I awoke; it did not shock my reason, but weighed like scales upon my eyes and prevented them from registering the fact that the candle was no longer burning.
Then it would begin to seem unintelligible, as, after metempsychosis, the thoughts of a previous existence must seem; the subject of my book would separate itself from me, leaving me free to apply myself to it or not; and at the same time my sight would return and I would be astonished to find myself in a state of darkness, pleasant and restful enough for my eyes, but even more, perhaps, for my mind, to which it appeared incomprehensible, without a cause, something dark indeed. In the final volume, in the passage quoted at the beginning of this essay, the adult narrator undergoes a similarly strange experience. Opening
François le champi, he feels himself troubled by a 'stranger' (TR, p. 240).
Although he comes to recognise that the 'stranger' was 'none other than myself,' 'myself' is still described in the past tense and the third person as 'the child I had been at that time' (TR, p. 240). The book 'summoned him
[…] wanting to be seen only by his eyes, to be loved only by his heart, to speak only to him' (TR, p. 240). There's something in this stress on the child as a third person -a stranger from the past -that conveys a sense of selfestrangement. There is something dark and disquieting inscribed within the psychic and temporal leaps of reading for Proust-an experience with which we too are encouraged to identify as we navigate the absorbing convolutions of the Proustian sentence. Solicited to identify as the child reader inscribed within the modernist text, the reader undergoes a similar feeling of temporal and psychic self-estrangement. Reading, here, I suggest, might make children of us all.
